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NATIVE TROUT, NOT SALMON, SHOULD BE FOCUS
OF FLATHEAD AREA STUDIES, RESEARCHER SAYS
By Janice Downey
UM News and Publications
Research and management efforts in Flathead Lake and its
adjoining waters should focus on native trout, and not on the
dwindling population of kokanee salmon, says Jack Stanford,
director of the University of Montana Biological Station at
Yellow Bay on Flathead Lake.
"The public's perception of Flathead Lake is that only
kokanee are abundant," Stanford said in a recent interview, "but
the lake also has large numbers of other sport fishes.
"Part of the problem is that management has constantly
emphasized the kokanee fishery.

Moreover, kokanee have been very

visible to the general public because they're easy to catch and
they attract eagles."
Since the native trout community is "better adapted" to the
"extremely complicated" ecological structure in the Flathead Lake
system than are the non-native fishes, which include kokanee
salmon, Stanford says, management dollars would be better spent
on the native species.
"The native forces have managed to maintain good population
levels even though many exotic (non-native) competitors have been
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introduced," Stanford said about the lake's native cutthroat
trout, bull trout, and whitefish.
"Cutthroat were abundant in Flathead Lake 50 years ago," he
said.

"Why not give them a chance to recover now that their main

competitor, the kokanee, have been reduced in number?"
"My heart sort of goes out to the native fishes," says
Robert Bukantis, a UM graduate student in zoology who has done
water-quality research at the biological station.

"They're

taking a beating."
Kokanee salmon have been the favorite fish because it not
only attracts anglers -- who put money in the area's economy -but the fish also has attracted hundreds of bald eagles and
thousands of human spectators during its spawning run each fall
in Lower McDonald Creek in Glacier National Park.
As popular as it is, the salmon-and-eagle show may be in one
of its last seasons.
Glacier Park officials counted 30 eagles and 174 salmon
during the last two weeks in October and 47 eagles and 120 salmon
during the first week of November.
was 250,000.

Last year's high salmon count

This year's high salmon count was 326.

"It may be that the kokanee will be able to hang on,"
Stanford said.

"Chances are they never will achieve the numbers

they once did.

Hence, neither will the eagles."

Mysis shrimp, which out-compete salmon fry for food, as well
as loss of suitable nesting sites and fishing pressure have
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contributed to the decline in the kokanee salmon population,
Bukantis said recently.
On the other hand, Stanford says, cutthroat trout eat Mysis
and appear to have benefited from the introduction of the fresh
water shrimp to the Flathead waters.
To bring back the kokanee population, the Montana Department
of Fish, Wildlife and Parks is starting a program for raising
salmon fry in pens and then releasing the salmon when they're
better able to compete for food.
"Instead of trying to rear more kokanee, I'd like to see
them rear more cutthroat trout," Bukantis said.

"I'm sure there

could be a much better cutthroat fishery than there is now."
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